TITLE: METHOD FOR DISTRIBUTING DOCUMENTS 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Field of the Invention 

5 The present invention relates generally to a method for printing customer specific 

documents in a manner to ensure a specific date of delivery. More particularly, though not 
exclusively, the present invention relates to managing large print jobs. Each print job 
generates documents and shipping materials such that a single packet of materials is 
produced without the need to match and merge printed documents in a separate production 
1 0 process. Moreover, the present invention allows a user to manage each print job to ensure 
timely arrival of the job at the desired customer location. 

Problems in the Art 

Currently, most large scale printing operations initially print a set of documents. 

1 5 Printed shipping labels or envelopes are typically generated in a separate print job or 

received as pre-printed materials from the intended delivery company. Using separately 
printed or pre-printed shipping materials requires the shipping materials be merged with the 
documents in a separate production process. Merging the documents and the shipping 
materials is typically done by hand and at great expense. Moreover, because the shipping 

20 materials must be matched to any customer specific documents, errors frequently arise. In 
one example, shipping materials can be dropped or otherwise thrown out of order, 
requiring hand sorting and assembly of the documents and the shipping materials. It is 
therefore desirable to avoid having to merge shipping materials with printed documents, 
thereby avoiding a "matched mailing" situation and minimizing costs and errors. 

25 Computer software exists today that allows a printing company to create large 

numbers of customer specific documents with a minimum of data entry. Such printing 
methods are typically referred to as variable data printing. Using variable data printing, it 
is possible to print customer tailored documents containing customer specific offers, 
promotions, coupons, etc. Many of these customer specific items are time sensitive and 

30 require a response from the customer within a set period of time that begins on the date a 
customer receives the document. In the past, determining the date the customer receives 



the document has required careful monitoring of documents delivered to each customer. 
This required the company to keep track of a multitude of varying delivery dates resulting 
in a multitude of varying dates of expiration for the customer specific offers, promotions, 
coupons, etc. 

5 If a company would like to send out a number of similar offers, coupons, 

promotions, etc. to select customers or groups of customers, it is desirable that the 
company be able to have a common date certain for the expiration of every offer sent out. 
It is therefore desirable to have a method of printing materials that ensures a common date 
of delivery. 

10 Delivery of a wide variety of items throughout the world often requires the use of a 

wide variety of delivery carriers. Additionally, in situations where many different carriers 
service the same area, one carrier may be less expensive, faster, or more reliable than 
another carrier. It is therefore desirable to be able to select the desired carrier and/or 
shipping method that is preferred. 

15 

Features of the Invention 

A general feature of the present invention is the provision of a method for printing 
customer specific documents in a manner to ensure a specific date of delivery that 
overcomes the problems found in the prior art. 
20 Another feature of the present invention is the provision of a method for printing 

documents and shipping materials such that a single packet of materials is produced and 
stapled in line without the need to match and merge printed documents in a separate 
production process. 

A further feature of the present invention is the provision of a method for printing 
25 customer specific documents in a manner to ensure a specific date of delivery which 
prioritizes a print request based on date of delivery rather than date of shipment. 

Another feature of the present invention is the provision of a method for printing 
customer specific documents in a manner to ensure a specific date of delivery which allows 
for the printing of individual shipping materials in line with the corresponding documents 
30 to be shipped. 
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Yet another feature of the present invention is the provision of a method for 
printing customer specific documents in a manner to ensure a specific date of delivery 
which allows for shipping preferences and options. 

A further feature of the present invention is the provision of a method for printing 
5 customer specific documents in a manner to ensure a specific date of delivery which 
minimizes the amount of inputs required to generate numerous customer specific 
documents. 

A still further feature of the present invention is the provision of a system and 
method which is computer based. 
10 These, as well as other features and advantages of the present invention will 

become apparent from the following specification and claims. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides a method for distributing customizable time 

1 5 sensitive documents. The present invention is particularly advantages where there are a 

great number of customized time sensitive documents to distribute and there is the desire to 
avoid risk associated with the need to match and merge printed documents in a separate 
production process, i.e. a "matched mailing" situation. The present invention provides for 
the time of printing to be determined by an intended time of receipt of the documents. The 

20 present invention takes into account that different delivery methods can be used and will 
take different amounts of time. 

The present invention provides for distributing time sensitive documents. The 
method of distribution includes receiving an intended delivery location with each of a 
plurality of documents, determining a time required to deliver each document to the 

25 intended delivery location, determining a desired date of receipt; and printing each 

document to allow for the time required to deliver each document on the desired date of 
receipt. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
30 Figure 1 is a flow chart of one embodiment of the overall process of the present 

invention. 
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Figure 2 is a more detailed flow chart relating to the priority data file of Figure 1 . 
Figure 3 is a more detailed flow chart of the printing order step of Figure 1 . 
Figure 4 is a more detailed flow chart of the merged print data step of Figure 1 . 
Figure 5 is a more detailed flow chart of the command for printed documents and 
5 shipping labels of Figure 1 . 

Figure 6 is an example of a shipping document created by the present invention. 
Figure 7 is an example of a possible customer specific document created by the 
present invention. 

Figure 8 show the example of Figure 6 printed prior to or following the example of 
1 0 Figure 7 during the printing process and subsequently placed into a delivery medium, such 
as a windowed envelope. 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT^) 

The present invention will be described as it applies to its preferred embodiment. It 

1 5 is not intended that the present invention be limited to the described embodiment. It is 

intended that the invention cover all modifications and alternatives which may be included 
within the spirit and scope of the invention. As is shown in Figure 1, the system and 
method 10 of the present invention includes two initial databases, customer data 12 and 
service delivery level data 26. The customer data 12 generally includes a plurality of 

20 names 14 with corresponding address 16, city 18, state 20, zip code 22, and other pertinent 
customer specific information 24. The service delivery level database 26 generally 
includes information for a plurality of carriers 28 which may include a number of carrier 
specific delivery options 30. The data in either the customer database 12 or the service 
delivery level database 26 may be stored as a .txt or text file or in any other suitable 

25 database format. Preferably, each database is suitable for use in a variable programming or 
variable data printing system as is well known in the art. The customer database 12 may 
include additional fields for drop dates and shipping information. 

As is shown in Figure 1, the customer database 12 and the service delivery level 
database 26 are then merged to create a priority data file 32 in which the customer data is 

30 reviewed to determine which carriers are available and which delivery options for each 
carrier are available to serve each individual customer. 
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The particular carrier and/or delivery options selected may depend upon whether 
more than one carrier serves the area in which the individual customer is located, the 
preferences of the user as to any particular carrier and/or delivery option. This priority data 
file 32 is used to determine the printing order 34. After the printing order 34 has been 
5 determined, the merged print data 36 is compiled and the commands for generating the 
printed documents and shipping labels 38 are given. 

Preferably, many of the commands and steps of the present invention may be 
carried out using one or more Microsoft Visual Basic® scripts. Although these scripts are 
preferably programmed in Microsoft Visual Basic scripts, Java and any other programming 

1 0 methodology may be suitable for use. It is preferred that the computer programming or 
scripts involved in the present invention be carried out over an intranet network including 
at least one base computer that is operatively connected to one or more printers. Any 
number of additional computers, including laptops, desktops, personal digital assistants, 
etc. may be connected to the base computer using any known means including hardwire 

1 5 connection, wireless connection, or intranet or Internet connections. 

Several of the steps involved in the present invention will now be described in more 
detail. Initially, as is shown in Figure 2, the customer data is sorted or grouped by zip code 
40 and a sequence number 42 is added to each customer entry. Again the sort and addition 
functions are carried out by scripts. However, these functions may also be carried out in 

20 any ordinary database management software such as Microsoft Access®. 

Next, the service delivery level data is also sorted by zip code and ranked according 
to the user or operator specific hierarchy 46 (i.e. whether the user prefers any particular 
carrier, is searching for the best price, or is seeking guaranteed overnight delivery, etc.) All 
of the data compiled during these rankings is then sent to a developers tool such as 

25 ConnectShip™ which is used to create Visual Basic scripting. The scripting in 

ConnectShip™ flags each record and determines its service level, i.e. which service 
delivery carrier and which delivery option should be used for each customer This 
determination can be made based upon the customer's zip code. This compiled data is then 
exported as flag data 50 for use in prioritizing the printing cycles. 

30 As shown in Figure 3, the flag data is reviewed 52 to determine the quantity of 

documents to be delivered according to each delivery option and remove any bad data. 
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Based in part on the quantity of documents to be delivered according to each delivery 
option and the desired delivery date, the time to print 54 can be calculated. For example, if 
it will take one day to ship a document to the intended customer, and one additional day to 
get the customer document through the printing process, the printing process will be 
5 scheduled with a time to print that is two days before the desired delivery date. This series 
of calculations is performed for each document to be printed and the results are generated 
in a time to print manifest 56. The time to print manifest 56 will essentially create a 
plurality of batches 58 of shipping related data that is correlated to individual customers 
and prioritize to ensure a desired date of delivery. 

10 As is shown in Figure 4, for each batch 58 of shipping data, the shipping data of the 

print manifest 56 is converted into a Microsoft Word® document 62 or .txt file in order to 
parse out the sequence number that identifies the particular customer for which this 
shipping information should be used. This data is then imported into a Microsoft Access® 
database 64. In the Microsoft Access® database 64, additional raw customer data 66 

1 5 including a sequence number is imported. The customer data table 66 and the Microsoft 
Word® document data table 62 are linked by a sequence number to make a single table 
query. Here, errors can be discovered by ensuring that the sequence number for the 
shipping information matches the sequence number for the customer data. If there is no 
match, an error is detected and removed. Eventually, a text file 68 is created that combines 

20 the customer data with the customer specific shipping data. Next, any additional graphics 
or shipping information may be included in the data file. This may include inserting bar 
code data or maxicode data as required by any particular shipping company such as UPS. 

Thereafter, the entire data file is sent to a variable data file 72. The variable data 
file 72 is the file from which information may be obtained to perform variable data 

25 printing. One of the first steps in variable data printing is the creation of the variable data 
form 76. This process is well known in the art. After the form 76 has been programmed 
for the appropriate customer data 12, the two are merged together to create the individual 
customer specific shipping materials and documents. As is shown in Figure 5, the merging 
process can take place either before data is sent to the printer or as data is sent to the 

30 printer. Depending upon the printer model chosen, a trigger 84 may be present which 

allows the printer to compile the form and the customer data at the printer 86. After being 
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compiled at the printer, the documents and shipping label for each customer are printed 88 
such that they come out stapled or bound together as a single packet. A triggered system is 
preferably used on printers such as the Heidelberg 9110. 

Figure 6 illustrates a shipping label 90. The shipping label includes shipping 
5 information 94 associated with an addressee. In addition, there is information associated 
with a sender 92 and various other information associated with the shipping label 90. For 
example, maxicode 96 can be shown or an order number bar code 98 can be shown. In 
addition, dependant upon the carrier being used, a tracking number 1 00 can be shown. 
Also, a tracking number bar code 102 could be shown. Other information that can be 

1 0 included such as billing and reference numbers 104 can also be included within the 

shipping label 90. The present invention contemplates numerous variations in the type and 
amount of information shown on the shipping label as varies from business to business. 

Figure 7 shows a typical document that may be created during the variable print 
process including customer specific address information 110, customer specific salutation 

15 112 and a textual body that is tailored to including customer specific information 114. 
Additionally, user specific information may be included in the signature line 116. 

Figure 8 shows the final product including a customer specific shipping label 90 
and a customer specific document 106. Varying commands may be included in the VB 
script to instruct the printer to staple these documents together, fold these documents in a 

20 desired manner, or otherwise secure the documents into a packet format Once the 

documents are secured in a stapled or bound packet format, they are placed in an envelope 
1 1 8 or other shipping medium. In this manner, the problems associated with merging 
shipping documents and customer specific documents can be avoided. Further, documents 
can be printed in an order such that all documents are received by the desired recipients on 

25 the same date regardless of recipient location or shipping method used to transfer the 
documents to the desired shipping location. 

A general description of the present invention as well as a preferred embodiment of 
the present invention has been set forth above. Those skilled in the art to which the present 
invention pertains will recognize and be able to practice additional variations in the 

30 methods and systems described which fall within the teachings of this invention. 
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Accordingly, all such modifications and additions are deemed to be within the scope of the 
invention which is to be limited only by the claims appended hereto. 
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